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PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

In 1975, Kahuzi-Biega National Park expanded from 60,000
to 600,000 hectares of forest in eastern DRC. The newlyincorporated lowland forest was home to the endangered
Eastern Lowland gorilla (Gorilla Beringei graueri), as well as
many indigenous Batwa communities. These communities
were forcefully relocated by the expansion of the park,
depriving them of a source of local livelihoods, food, and
cultural heritage. The result was widespread poaching
within the park’s boundaries that defied official attempts at
enforcement.
Since the early 1990s, however, the Pole Pole Foundation
has pioneered an innovative scheme of giving poachers
training in becoming artisans, bringing in an average
income of USD 30/month for those involved. The promotion
of other alternative livelihood activities around the park has
helped to slowly turn the tide: between 2005 and 2007,
human incursions within the habituated gorillas sector of
the park fell by 12 per cent.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2006
FOUNDED: 1992
LOCATION: Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo
BENEFICIARIES: Indigenous communities
BIODIVERSITY: Kahuzi-Biega National Park
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Background and Context

The Pole Pole Foundation (POPOF) is a community-based, nongovernmental organization working in Kahuzi-Biega National Park
(KBNP), in the east of the Democratic Republic of Congo. POPOF
was created by four local community members in 1992, guided
by the principle that no conservation initiative can be sustained
without the full involvement of indigenous people. With this aim,
the initiative has engaged the park’s local communities in the long
term preservation of its natural resources through community
development projects.

Kahuzi-Biega: history and biological diversity
The Kahuzi-Biega National Park was created in 1937 as a forest
reserve, gaining the status of National Park in 1970. In 1975, it was
extended to ten times its initial area, counting a total of 600,000
hectares, followed by its recognition by UNESCO as a World Heritage
Site in 1980. When the forest gained national park status, however,
local and indigenous communities were forced to leave without
any system of compensation or accommodation. These groups
included communities of Pygmies – known locally as Batwa, Mbuti,
or Bambuti – who are indigenous to the region, having settled the
land before the arrival of other ethnic groups such as the Bantu.
They are currently settled along the park boundaries in villages
including Bashi, Bahavu, and Batembo. The nature of their eviction,
lack of compensation, and sometimes unclear demarcation of the
park’s boundaries has led to conflict between these surrounding
communities and the park management. Poaching and other
human incursions in the park ensued, while the policing strategy
adopted by the park management proved insufficient. Asserting
that the needs of the local and indigenous communities are directly
affected by management of the benefits-sharing system within the
park, POPOF was founded to promote collaboration and negotiation
between the park management and the surrounding communities.

schweinfurthii), the African elephant (Loxodonta africana cyclotis),
and numerous other species endemic to the Albertine Rift. These
species are all threatened by mining, poaching, diseases, and the
human demographic expansion around the park. This situation has

Kahuzi-Biega is the natural home of the Eastern Lowland
gorilla (Gorilla Beringei graueri), chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes
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been exacerbated by the successive wars in the area in the past 15
years. As a result of human pressures on its natural resources, in 1997
it was placed on a list of World Heritage Sites “In Danger” (UNESCO,
1997).

building of a basis for conservation and sustainable development,
slowly but steadily, for the park’s and communities’ benefits. The
initiative’s four founding members were joined by twelve other
villagers in the creation of the organization in 1992.

The National Park is named for its two extinct volcanoes, Mount
Kahuzi (3,308m) and Mount Biega (2,790m), both located in the
highland part of the park. The park comprises a highland portion
of 60,000 ha, designated for conservation in 1970, and a lowland
area (540,000 ha) that was added in 1975. One-tenth of the
vegetation of the park is montane forest, although the vegetation
of the lowlands is still poorly documented. The montane vegetation
comprises an open forest of typically montane African redwoods
(Hagenia abyssinica, Rosaceae); a humid tropical forest; a highaltitude secondary forest with Myrianthus holstii (Cecropiaceae) and
Xymalos species (Monimiaceae); a deciduous primary forest with
Podocarpus species, (Podocarapceae); swamplands with Nutsedge
(Cyperus species, Cyperaceae); bamboo forests (Arundinaria alpina,
Graminaeae) and dry formations (heath, groundsel, lobelia, and
herbaceous savannah) at the higher altitude. The altitude of the park
varies from 900m above sea level in the western lowlands to 3,300 m
in the eastern mountains.

Pole Pole’s initial objective was to create economic alternatives
for the communities bordering the park who had seen their
livelihood options diminish due to the forest’s protected status.
Actively engaging local and indigenous communities in the longterm conservation of the Kahuzi-Biega National Park has been
central to this work. While this vision has not changed, additional,
specific objectives have been identified. A program on health
and conservation was launched in 2007 to tackle the issue of
diseases transmitted from humans to animals around the park,
as well as between primate species and livestock, and to educate
communities about these transmissions. Long-term objectives have
included training former poachers in different artisanal projects
such as carving and painting, to convert them from poachers to
conservation activists; improving communities’ living conditions
by setting up a “rural construction” program; reforesting the edges
of the park to create a buffer zone; and promoting ecotourism and
research in Kahuzi-Biega. Other goals have focused on promoting
environmental education for local youth and adults, improving
the farming systems employed by communities to increase crop
production and food security, and creating diverse employment
opportunities for community members.

Origins of Pole Pole Foundation
The organization’s name ‘Pole Pole’ means ‘slowly slowly’ in Swahili,
the local language, while ‘foundation’ was selected to imply the
5

Key Activities and Innovations

Environmental education

Pole Pole’s initiatives to tackle the conservation and development
imperatives in and around Kahuzi-Biega have been wide-ranging,
engaging multiple local and international stakeholders. The twin
objectives have been the reduction of human incursions in the
park for poaching, and the improvement of the livelihood options
and welfare of the seven indigenous communities bordering the
park. Specific target groups include illegal miners and poachers,
women’s groups, the indigenous Pygmy communities, and youth
and students.

Educational activities have also formed a substantial section of Pole
Pole’s portfolio. Three conservation schools have been established
by POPOF in the Kahuzi-Biega National Park, while one secondary
school is teaching conservation and agroforestry. Environmental
education programs are in place in another 21 existing schools
around the park. Six literacy centers were also launched to teach
adults to read and to write in Swahili. The Pole Pole Foundation
receives an average of 12 students each year from universities and
eight pupils from secondary schools for training in conservation.

Diversifying livelihood activities
In one of the foundation’s main activities, 47 former poachers (26
men, 21 women) have been trained and converted to artisans.
Poachers typically killed small mammals and primates for their meat,
and to use their skins in traditional ceremonies. Now they work as
craftsmen, making painted and carved goods for sale, and have
served as conservation ambassadors in their respective villages. As
a result, there has been a decrease in poaching activities and other
human pressures on the park’s natural resources in the habituated
gorillas section of the park. Meanwhile, approximately 1.5 million
trees have been planted for agroforestry projects around the park,
establishing a buffer zone and increasing agricultural productivity in
some communities.

Other activities have included attempts to develop ecotourism
in and around the national park, and conducting research into
animal-borne diseases transmitted from the park’s wildlife. Tourism
revenues have been limited by low visitor numbers, however, due to
the ongoing security situation in eastern DRC, while further research
into disease transmission is contingent on funding.
The chief strategies employed by Pole Pole have been based on
the recognition that joblessness and a lack of knowledge about
conservation were the chief reasons for the community members’
poaching and destruction of the park’s natural resources. This,
combined with resentment on the part of the communities displaced
from the park without compensation, and the traditional reliance of
the poorest people on the park’s natural resources for subsistence,
had created a situation in which the indigenous people were given
little option but to turn to illegal and unsustainable activities. By
creating socioeconomic alternatives for communities through Pole
Pole’s innovative activities, a significant change in communities’
wellbeing and acceptance of the park has been observed. Moreover,
creating jobs, improving crop production and food security, making
trees available to communities in their own villages, and enabling
communities to breed animals coupled to small businesses to
improve families’ incomes have improved the communities’
confidence in the park’s management.

A key target group of Pole Pole’s work has been the Pygmy
communities displaced from the national park, and especially the
women of these communities. In three Pygmy villages bordering
the conserved area, 24 Pygmy women have been trained in sewing
clothes, 40 women have been trained in crops production, and 47
have each received a breeding chicken. Women cooperatives running
cassava mills, poultry projects, farms, and micro credit schemes have
been established around the park since 2008. In total more than 147
park rangers’ wives, 131 Pygmy women and 212 other women from
local communities have been involved with the project.
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

2007. Another impact has been an increase in the acceptance of the
park’s conservation among the communities bordering the lowland
gorillas’ habitat: in 2007, this stood at 57%, compared to 43%
acceptance in 2003. There are currently 119 gorillas in ten families
within the habituated gorillas section of the park.

Positive impacts on biodiversity have been achieved through the
engagement of communities in conservation efforts. The Eastern
Lowland gorilla (Gorilla beringei graueri) and its forest habitat have
been preserved through decreased human encroachment via
poaching activities. Tree planting schemes have increased the forest
area bordering the national park, while education and empowerment
of youth, former poachers and miners, and indigenous women have
allowed them to participate in activities that promote biodiversity
conservation.

Reforestation of the park border
Pole Pole’s tree-planting scheme has helped to reforest the areas
bordering the park, and to create a buffer zone between the
indigenous communities and the conserved area. The demarcation
of the park’s boundaries is not always clear, creating confusion over
which trees can be felled by local populations. The demand for fuel
from these local communities, meanwhile, where annual population
growth averages 4%, increases pressure on the park’s forested area.
Buffer zones help to reduce these pressures. POPOF has instigated
tree nursery schemes in these communities, manned by local
volunteers who were given tree seedlings at no cost. Between 1998
and 2008, more than 2.5 million trees were distributed and planted
around the park, which helped to improve agricultural productivity
by maintaining soil fertility and preventing soil erosion. In the
Kabare and Kalehe administrative regions, beans and corn harvests
increased by 13.7% during this period.

Grassroots awareness-raising
Education of the youth community has been seen as essential for
Pole Pole’s long-term, sustainable conservation impact. In the past
year, 728 children were registered in POPOF kindergarten and
primary schools, while 147 students are studying agroforestry and
conservation in secondary school. The environmental education
program has also been extended to 21 other schools around the
park and in six newly-established illiteracy centers.

Reduction in poaching

Studying livestock-wildlife disease transmission

Socioeconomic incentives and sensitization have been vital to
changing attitudes towards conservation. Since 2006, around
189 park rangers’ families, 746 local communities’ families, and 76
Pygmy families have each received a breeding goat to reduce the
level of poaching activities in Kahuzi-Biega National Park. The
training of former illegal hunters in artisanal practices, forming of
women’s cooperatives running cassava mills, poultry projects, and
micro credit schemes, and the promotion of agriculture and small
scale livestock rearing in communities around the park have all
contributed to reducing reliance on the area’s natural resources for
income. The result was a fall in monitored human incursions in the
habituated gorillas sector of the park by 12% between 2005 and

Finally, biodiversity conservation has also benefitted the
communities’ livestock. Since 2007, 6,864 samples from cattle have
been collected and analyzed from around the park to study disease
transmission between livestock and wildlife; equipment has also
been provided to a hospital at Murhesa to enable the collection
of human samples. After funding from a European NGO was not
forthcoming, however, this project now resides with the park
management, and its continued expansion is contingent on finding
further funding.
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Biodiversity monitoring

Meanwhile the revenues from some key activities have been invested
in local infrastructure. 2% of the income from the carvings sold is used
to cover Pole Pole’s running costs, which include the management
of its schools. Currently, 10% of the fees paid by tourists entering
the park is reinvested in POPOF’s conservation and development
projects, although legislation on national parks states that 40% of
permit fees should go to the development of communities bordering
the park. Finally, some of the trees planted in the areas bordering the
park have been harvested by the communities, either to be sold and
used in the carving program, or to be used as timber, firewood or
building material by local people.

The Pole Pole Foundation has been able to measure its biodiversity
impacts through quantitative data collected in the park on a daily
basis by park rangers’ monitoring teams. These are especially
concerned with the extent of human activities in the park. Other
monitoring approaches include qualitative interviews with poachers
and other communities’ members to assess their changing views on
conservation.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS

POLICY IMPACTS

Substantial social and economic benefits have resulted from Pole
Pole’s work, especially through the retraining of former poachers in
creating artisanal handicrafts. These carvings are sold in Congo, as
well as being exported to North America by Partners In Conservation
and by the Canadian Ape Alliance. They are even exhibited in a
Pole Pole Foundation office in Kyoto University, Japan. The former
poachers participating in this program can expect to earn an income
of around USD 30 per month from the sales of the carvings. This
compares to earning an estimated USD 40 per month from poaching.
Average incomes in the area are USD 60/month for small business
owners and around USD 50/month from small-scale agriculture.
A key challenge for Pole Pole, therefore, has been to increase the
income available from carving, making it more competitive with
other livelihood activities. This relies partly on increasing exports
to outside markets, but more crucially on attracting more visitors to
Kahuzi-Biega National Park itself. This hinges on an improvement in
the security situation in eastern DRC, which currently limits potential
revenues from tourism and from associated livelihoods generation.

Pole Pole’s work has not only had measurable impacts at the local
level. It has also provided a case study at the national level to
inform government policy concerning national park demarcation
and community conservation efforts. POPOF has demonstrated
that excluding indigenous people without compensation from
their traditional homes in order to create protected areas is not a
sustainable approach to conservation. In the case of Kahuzi-Biega,
it has had a markedly negative impact on conservation itself and
on communities’ livelihoods, with difficulties continuing to exist in
policing the park’s boundaries. Some communities currently inhabit
the lowland part of the park, and as no provisions have been made
for their resettlement elsewhere, the Congolese government has
not attempted to eject them.
Community members’ contributions, including those from Pole
Pole, were incorporated into the national park management plan at
Kahuzi-Biega, the first of its kind in the Democratic Republic of Congo.
In other protected areas in the DRC, efforts are now underway to
integrate community members into parks’ management committees
and planning processes along similar lines. POPOF has also played
a leading role in advocating for changes in the running of national
parks, such as pushing for greater adherence to government laws on
tourism revenue sharing, which stipulate that 40% of visitors’ permit
fees should go to supporting the development of communities
surrounding the parks.

The promotion of alternative livelihood activities in communities
around the park has yielded measurable gains for the indigenous
population. Specifically, Pole Pole’s work has targeted Pygmy
communities and women. In 2010, around 87% of the beneficiaries
were women and girls from Pygmy and other local communities, an
increase from 75% in 2006. In three Pygmy villages around the park,
24 Pygmy women have been trained in sewing clothes, 40 Pygmy
women have been trained in crop production, and 47 Pygmy women
have received a breeding chicken. Three women’s cooperatives
running cassava mills, poultry projects, farming and micro-credit
schemes have been established around the park since 2008. More
than 147 park rangers’ wives, 131 Pygmy women and 212 other local
communities’ women are involved with the project.

Pole Pole’s experience in community-based conservation and
development has meant that its contributions have carried weight
with policy-makers. In terms of its involvement in DRC’s National
Biodiversity Strategies and Actions Plan (NBSAP), the group’s threepronged approach has been for greater involvement of communities
in park management, more equitable tourist revenue sharing, and
conforming to UNESCO and UN Convention on Biological Diversity
requirements for protected area management.

Widespread improvements in wellbeing
Income generated from activities has been reinvested by some of
the families: 23% of the households involved in the animal breeding
program in the Pygmy communities have purchased land plots,
averaging 20m² each. Another notable gain has been in improved
access to food: 78% of local and indigenous households around the
park have improved food security in the last ten years as a result of
the farming and agroforestry techniques Pole Pole has helped to
promote. This was measured in increases in the quantities of crops
produced and the number of breeding animals per household.

A barrier to success for Pole Pole, however, has been ongoing conflict
in the region. Damaged roads and communications infrastructure
have impacted on its ability to work within the area, while displaced
persons and refugees have also added to the existing pressures on
natural resources.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

Itombwe. One of the groups has found similar funding from the
Gorilla Organization, a UK-based charity that supported Pole Pole
for over ten years. POPOF supported the creation of both of these
groups by providing breeding goats to 79 of the women. They have
also conducted workshops and meetings to aid in the start-up
process. Outside of DRC, a feasibility study has been conducted to
examine the possibility of replicating the POPOF model in Mukalaba
Doudou National Park, Gabon.

Pole Pole Foundation’s work is rooted in the local communities
it works with, enabling a high degree of social and organizational
sustainability. Partner organizations have provided funding for
organizational capacity-building and skills training for POPOF
staff, many of whom are youth members of local communities. The
practice of training and educating young conservationists through
Pole Pole’s school system, and then employing them within the
organization has been a key strategy for ensuring the social durability
of the foundation’s work.

Peer-to-peer knowledge exchange has been a critical factor in
publicizing the Pole Pole business model. Employees have travelled
extensively within the region to advise on park management issues
both within DRC and in neighboring countries.

External financial support remains a key component of Pole Pole’s
work, however, especially for pending programs seeking to create
new livelihood activities, and this is therefore a challenge to its
long-term sustainability. The ongoing conflict in the region is also
a threat to the initiative’s ongoing expansion; a revitalized tourist
trade would generate substantial income through visitors’ fees, sales
of carved goods and related small enterprises. With greater access to
external markets, a larger number of POPOF’s alternative livelihood
activities could also become self-sustaining.

PARTNERS
•
•
•

Long-term food security could be enhanced through a plan to
introduce a crops exchange between the communities surrounding
the park. This project will enable communities to access crops that are
not produced in their area through reciprocated harvest exchanges
with other communities. This will diversify the crop varieties available
to villages around the park, and will be supplemented by sharing
techniques for different crops production as well as knowledge on
conservation.

•
•
•
•

REPLICATION
To date, two local women’s organizations have been created
following the model of Pole Pole. They are currently working in five
villages surrounding the park: Walikale, Nzovu, Lwama, Lulingu and
9

Partners In Conservation (USA): gave financial support for
environmental education and carving programs until August
2010
Gorilla Organisation (UK): funding supported reforestation
project until January 2008
Canadian Ape Alliance (Canada): supported environmental
education, starting women’s cooperatives, and carving projects
until 2007.
Born Free Foundation (UK): has financed environmental
education programs
POPOF-Japan (office based at Kyoto University): has supported
the carving program through sales of the goods produced.
Local universities and schools: have partnered with POPOF in
environmental education programs
Other in-country partners include the Congolese Wildlife
Authority, Congolese Institute for Nature Conservation (ICCN)
and the Research Center in Natural Sciences of Lwiro (CRSNLwiro), which has co-managed the Health and Conservation
program.

FURTHER REFERENCE
•
•
•

Pole Pole Foundation website http://www.polepolefoundation.org/
Pole Pole Foundation photo story (Vimeo) English: http://vimeo.com/15781733 French: https://vimeo.com/15781615
Yamagiwa, J. 2003. “Bushmeat Poaching and the Conservation Crisis in Kahuzi-Biega National Park, Democratic Republic of the Congo”
in Journal of Sustainable Forestry, vol. 16, issue 2-3, pp. 111-130. http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1300/J091v16n03_06
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